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Public organizations set the scene for governmental activities and act as the 
guardian of the well-being of all social members. For a long time, bureaucratic type of 
organizations, characterized by its hierarchical structure, is deemed to be the only way 
to organize collective actions within a governmental apparatus. As a matter of fact, 
bureaucracy persists as an organizational dogma and as such is almost equated with 
the term “public organization”. For Max Weber, the founder of the bureaucratic 
model, the hierarchical relationship pattern inherent in a bureaucratic organization is 
the very source of administrative rationality, and can generate a number of virtues like 
conciseness, consistency, integration and obedience. Based on his reckonings, 
followers of Max Weber went further as to suggest a series of so-called 
“administrative principles” such as span of control, chain of command, functional 
departmentalization and so forth.  
During the bulk of the 20th century, bureaucratic model has dominated the public 
sector in most countries. With the growing complexity of modern life, however, the 
weakness of the bureaucratic model gradually became manifest. It is argued that the 
hierarchical structure so applauded in the past does not necessarily bring about 
administrative efficiency, and when two or more heterogeneous functions are 
combined into the same bureaucratic organization, the mixing of varied production 
factors may adversely affect the net social production and reduce administrative 
efficiency. Besides, given that the provision of public goods and services is at the 
heart of public administration, people began to realize that the bureaucratic structure 
is inadequate for the goal of achieving responsive and productive public services. 
Since late 1980s, driven by a desire for higher efficiency and quality, some countries 
turned to a fundamentally different organizational pattern, that is, semi-autonomous 
agencies.   
Agencies are not new. In the public sector, agencies even predated bureaucratic 
type of government departments. As early as 300 years ago, Sweden began setting up 













has molded it into the basic governance model in that country. In the United States, a 
special sort of agency, independent regulatory commissions, had long existed in the 
public sector as well. Conferred with legislative, administrative and judicial power, 
independent regulatory commissions contributed to the emergence of an 
“administrative state” in the United States. Although agencies are not as notable as in 
Sweden and the United States elsewhere in the world, they grow in tandem with 
government’s functional expansion. As time goes, agencies have evolved into a very 
complex organizational species, featured by various governance arrangements, legal 
statuses and functions. Nonetheless, during the age when departments, organized 
along bureaucratic lines, prevailed in the public sector, the dazzling assortment of 
agencies is left largely unnoticed in the grey area of government.  
The New Public Management (NPM) movement, launched in late 1980s, has 
transformed the public sector in a fairly radical way. Thanks to it, a new paradigm has 
been introduced in the field of public administration study. In this grand paradigm 
shift, “agencies” were rediscovered and reinvented as a reform instrument. On top of 
its autonomy, the concept of “agencies” has some genuinely new managerial features 
such as performance contracting and performance measurement. With the rise of 
agencies, the bureaucratic model is profoundly challenged, in the sense that the 
traditional doctrine that concentration of power is superior to diffusion of power is no 
longer accepted as given. When governments resort to the agency type of 
organizations, power will be diffused among semi-autonomous public bodies. This 
may cause problems of accountability and control, but governments believe it may 
also lead to higher administrative efficiency.  
Nothing is more portable than ideas. After the United Kingdom agencified its 
public sector, the idea of agency began to be recognized by some other developed 
countries. Agencies are not only viewed as an innovative organizational model, but 
also as “the right way to do things”. Driven by such a belief, countries in different 













Although governments used agencies as a managerial tool, hoping to enhance 
efficiency and improve service quality, the implications of agencification are 
nevertheless more profound. A key assumption of organization theory is that 
organization form will affect the content of public policy. Those who participate in 
public decision-making processes act on behalf of formal organizations, and how they 
use their discretion is influenced by the constraints and possibilities offered by the 
organizations they represent. As a consequence, changes in organizational structure 
and process will result in changes in the public policy process. From this perspective, 
“governance” should be a more appropriate analytical lens of the agencification 
phenomenon instead of “management”.  
The rise of agencies in the public sector has already brought about fundamental 
changes in policy process. Although departments continue to act as the “principals” of 
semi-autonomous agencies, their relationship is no longer strictly hierarchical; 
performance contracting has weakened departments’ ability to dictate what agencies 
should do. While agencies enjoy an enhanced leverage vis-à-vis their parenting 
departments, their relations with citizens and customers are further strengthened. This 
is because being semi-autonomous implies that agencies can no longer obtain their 
legitimacy by being subordinate to popularly-elected representatives in their parenting 
departments and the legislative branch, therefore they have to recoup their legitimacy 
from those they directly serve.  
From a “governance” perspective, “governance structure” rather than 
“government” is a more appropriate focal point for public administration study. The 
agencification phenomenon has demonstrated that, administrative activities do not 
only take place within the confines of governmental departments organized along 
bureaucratic lines, but also happen in a large number of semi-autonomous public 
bodies scattered outside of the core of government. Some of the public bodies operate 
very much in the same way as a nonprofit organization or a private firm, which makes 













However, even when the mixing of public and private features is recognized as a 
good way to work out solutions to many social problems nowadays, it is still vital to 
appreciate the distinct identities of the two sectors. Historically, the two sectors have 
different and habitual ways of thinking when faced with specific problems. The 
distinction between the public and the private sector underlies many public debates 
and public policymaking, and a clear demarcation between sectors can help people 
understand who should claim the ownership and responsibility for a problem. As such, 
it is highly crucial to pinpoint the public nature of semi-autonomous agencies.  
The publicness of agencies denotes that agencies should be accountable to 
citizens. In the conception of overhead democracy, sovereignty is transferred into the 
hands of popularly elected representatives from citizens, and then conferred to the 
bureaucrats. Strict political scrutiny and the hierarchical control of the bureaucratic 
model guarantee the accountability and responsiveness of bureaucrats. It is believed 
that a political system built up in this way is democratic. Nonetheless, the agency 
model challenges this traditional design, because the relation between an agency and 
its parenting department is deliberately weakened, and so is the relation between an 
agency and the legislative branch. Under such circumstances, governments must find 
out some ways to make semi-autonomous agencies accountable. Enhancing auditing 
and regulations within the governmental apparatus, facilitating participation of 
citizens and the civil society in agencies’ decision-making, are some of the 
approaches used by governments for this purpose.  
Agencies are by no means a perfect organizational model. The proliferation of 
semi-autonomous agencies in the public sector had brought about problems of 
coordination and control, forcing some countries to launch new reform initiatives such 
as “whole-of government”, “joined-up government”, horizontal management and the 
like. But to the extent that they offered new alternatives to public service provision 
other than departments organized upon bureaucratic principles, agencies represent a 













The thesis is composed of seven chapters. Chapter 1 explains the objective and 
plan of the study; Chapter 2 seeks to establish a workable definition for agencies; 
Chapter 3 offers a chronological description of the evolution of agencies; Chapter 4 
deals with the classification of agencies and the rationale behind choosing the proper 
type of agencies to fulfill a certain task; Chapter 5looks more closely at the structural 
elements of the agency model; Chapter 6 interprets the impacts and implications of 
the rise of agencies in the public sector; Chapter 7 tries to draw some lessons for 
public sector reforms in China. 
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